L ooking Backward:
1964—-1991

public schools.

I had begun to teach in 1964 in Boston in a
segregated school so crowded and so poor that it could not
provide my fourth grade children with a classroom. We
shared an auditorium with another fourth grade and the
choir and a group that was rehearsing, starting in October,
for a Christmas play that, somehow, never was produced.
In the spring I was shifted to another fourth grade that
had had a string of substitutes all year. The 35 children
in the class hadn’t had a permanent teacher since they
entered kindergarten. That year, 1 was their thirteenth
teacher.

The results were seen in the first tests I gave. In April,
most were reading at the second grade level. Their math
ability was at the first grade level.

In an effort to resuscitate their interest, I began to read
them poetry I liked. They were drawn especially to poems of
Robert Frost and Langston Hughes. One of the most embit-

I t was a long time since I'd been with children in the
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most Americans, 1 knew that segregation was still common
in the public schools, but I did not know how much it had
intensified. The Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of
Education 37 years ago, in which the court had found that
segregated education was unconstitutional because it was “in-
herently unequal,” did not seem to have changed very much
for children in the schools I saw, not, at least, outside of the
Deep South. Most of the urban schools I visited were 95 to
99 percent nonwhite. In no school that I saw anywhere in
the United States were nonwhite children in large numbers

intermingled with white children.

truly
Moreover, in most cities, iGAuential people that I met

showed little inclination to address this matter and were
sometimes even puzzied when 1 brought it up. Many people
seemed to view the segregation issue as “a past injustice” that
had been sufficiently addressed. Others took it as an unre-

solved injustice that no longer held sufficient national atten-

tion to be worth contesting. In all cases, | was given the

distinct impression that my inquiries about this matter were
not welcome. ' 7

*None of the national reports 1 saw made even passing
references to inequality oF segregation. Low reading scores,
high dropout rates, poor (motivation——symptomatic matters
—seemed to dominate discussion. In three cities— Balti-
more,. Milwaukee and Detroit—separate schools or separate
classes for black males had been proposed. Other cities—
Washington, D.C., New York and Philadelphia among them
—were considering the same approach. Black parents OF
black school officials sometimes seemed to favor this idea.
Booker T. Washington was cited with increasing frequency,

Du Bois never, and Martin Luther King only with cautious .

selectivity. He was (reated as an icon, but his vision of a
nation in which black and white kids went to school together

seemed to be effaced almost entirely. Dutiful references t0

“The Dream” were often seen in school brochures and on

wall posters during February, when “Black History” was cel-
cbrated in the public schools, but the content of the dream
was treated as a closed box that could not be opened without

ruining the celebration. :
For anyone who came of age during the years from 1954
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simply the impression that these urban schools were, by and
large, extraordinarily unhappy places. With few exceptions,
they reminded me of “garrisons” Or “outposts” in a foreign
nation. Housing projects, bleak and tall, surrounded by pe-
rimeter walls lined with barbed wire, often stood adjacent to
the schools I visited. The schools were surrounded fre-

-quently by signs that indicated DRUG-FREE ZONE. Their doors

were guarded. Police sometimes patrolled the halls. The win-
dows of the schools were often covered with steel grates.
Taxi drivers flatly refused to take me to some of these
schools and would deposit me a dozen blocks away, in border
areas beyond which they refused to go. I'd walk the last half-
mile on my own. Once, in the Bronx, a woman stopped her
car, told me I should not be walking there, insisted 1 get in,
and drove me to the school. 1 was dismayed to walk or ride
for blocks and blocks through neighborhoods where every
face was black, where there were simply no white people any-
where.

In Boston, the press referred to areas like these as
“death zones'—a specific reference to the rate of infant
death in ghetto neighborhoods—but the feeling of the
“death zone” often seemed to permeate the schools them-
selves. Looking around some of these inner-city schools,
where filth and disrepair were worse than anything I'd seen
in 1964, 1 often wondered why we would agree to let our
children go to school in places where no politician, school
board president, or business CEO would dream of working.
Children seemed to wrestle with these kinds of questions too.
Some of their observations were, indeed, so irenchant that a
teacher sometimes would step back and raise her eyebrows
and then nod to me across the children’s heads, as if to say,
“Well, there it is! They know what’s going on around them,
don’t they?”

It occurred to me that we had not been listening much
. to children in these recent years of “summit conferences” on
education, of severe reports and ominous prescriptions. The

voices of children, frankly, had been missing from the whole

discussion.
This seems especially unfortunate because the children

often are more interesting and perceptive than the grown-
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Life on the Mississippi:
East St. Louis, [llinois

ast of anywhere,” writes a reporter for the St.
Louis Post-Dispatch, “often evokes the other side

of the tracks. But, for a first-time visitor sud- |

denly deposited .on its eerily empty streets, East St. Louis
might suggest another world.” The dity, which is 98 percent
hlack, has no obstetric services, no regular trash collection,
and few jobs. Nearly a third of its families live on fess than
47,500 a year; 75 percent of its population lives on welfare
of some form. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development describes it as “the most distressed small city in
America.” '

Only three of the 13 buildings on Missouri Avenue, one

of the city’s major thoroughfares, are occupied. A 13-story
office building, tallest in the city, has been boarded up. Out-
side, on the sidewalk, 2 pile of garbage fills a ten-foot crater.

The city, which by night and day is clouded by the fumes
that pour from vents and smokestacks at the Pfizer and Mon-

santo chemical plants, has one of the highest rates of child

asthma in America.
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